This is a question that has challenged people through the ages. The early Spanish and Portuguese explorers searched for the fountain of youth and failed to find it. The modern search for the fountain of youth takes the form of cosmetic hucksters, megavitamin gurus, and Botox/Restylane injections.
If we look at the human evolutionary cycle we realize that we are the first generation to live well beyond what are bodies were was designed for. In fact, you are at the mercy of your genes and if you did not pick your parents correctly there is little you can do to avoid certain illnesses or the obvious physical ravages of aging. Watching our bodies become more decrepit does not mean our minds must continue to follow.
Among your friends and acquaintances you can probably recall a person who, as they have aged, has avoided the traps of boredom, intellectual stagnation, and loss of mental vitality.
There are many self-help publications which are designed to assist you in maintaining an intellect which is robust and life which is expanding and unfolding, Most fall woefully short. (Cruise through the self-help or health section of your local bookstore and you will be amazed at the number of authors who think they have the answer for you.)
Continuing to look for new ideas, information, and ways of doing things in our profession keeps one alive intellectually and young mentally. Finding new ways to challenge and stimulate oneself seems to be the key to an ever expanding mental universe.
I have used the lives of Bill Stryker, my 88-year-old father-in-law Bill Mahle, and a great friend, 78-year-old Charlotte Collier as templates for me to form an image of were I think I should progress. These are people who have continued to bloom as they have added candles to their birthday cake. Here's a list of things which I have gleaned from these role models and which I think shines a path to continuing vitality.
Relationships
Surrounding yourself with smart, vital, active young people is a key to remaining young yourself. Contact with students, residents, and Fellows helps us immensely by virtue of the interchange of information.
Charlotte does this by having "High Tea" with a group of teenagers and they discuss a wide range of topics. She volunteers weekly at a grade school and uses great literature as a basis for thoughtful exploration of life's lessons.
Bill Stryker is the attending physician at a foot clinic once a week, challenging what is thought to be "gospel" by the young surgeons.
For years Bill Mahle was the chairman of the finance committee of his church, showing "younger" members the road to monetary salvation. He regularly corresponds by e-mail with his grandchildren and his great-grandchildren which provides stimulating interchange for all. I find spending time with people in an older cohort then mine allows me to gain a different perspective on things. Since these are people who aren't worrying about appearances, actions, or opinions of others, their ideas can be very refreshing. Being unfettered with social constraints gives one a voice which is unique, clear, and often insightful.
Mental Activities
There appears to be a common trend among Continuous Bloomers to use "brain exercise" on a regular basis. Finding ways to challenge, stimulate, and expand one's mental processes on a continuing basis is the centerpiece of preventing a down slide into mental stagnation. Although I think relationships are the most important, daily reading of something which is related to information new in your field (i.e. the FAI journal) and reading outside your professional area, gives you a baseline of stimulation. I find the newspaper is okay if I read something other than the events of the day. Better yet, if I take small bites of fiction or biography, even only 10 to 15 minutes a day, it keeps the cobwebs from growing across the synapses
New Activities
Although it may seem trite, adding something new to your life forces you to confront different problems and finding creative solutions for them. The verbs for new activities are -grow, build, write, master, and play. These are things which keep people vital, interested in life, and interesting. Whether the field is art, music, cooking, or carpentry makes little difference. The form is not important but the function is.
Stress Reducing Measures
Looking at one's life and attempting to find focal points which produce stress, is as important as taking big blocks of relaxation. We all have lives which are complicated, active, over scheduled and therefore identifying stressful areas may smooth many bumps. One of the facts which I have discovered in my talks with the Continuous Bloomers is that as you get older, stresses don't disappear they just change form. There is no "stress free" state. This means it is a lifelong battle to keep normal stress level from becoming distress. All of the three people I use for my templates have developed physical conditions which put some restrictions on their lives. They have therefore, wisely learned to create routines to avoid the minor annoyances of everyday life, preventing numerous small hassles from congealing into seemingly big problems. Functioning in routines helps by reducing the amount of energy needed to complete the daily perfunctory tasks, leaving some energy for other areas of life.
I relish conversations with the Continuous Bloomers in my life, hoping that by listening to their stories, studying their lifestyles, and emulating them that the path for me will be clearer. I also realize there is a factor they all have which is impossible to quantify. It falls into the category of "Spirit," which if absent, makes all else meaningless.
